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ACTIVISM AND PEDAGOGIES: FEMINIST REFLECTIONS
PATRICIA TICINETO CLOUGH &MICHELLE FINE
Together our two essays move between scenes of teaching and researching with women and men who are or have been in prison. Having written on ethnography, autoethnography, and participatory research, we
both have sought a method that would allow us to abandon superficial
identifications, mistaken for deep connection, with those who are or
have been incarcerated. While we are conscious of the failures and successes of our attempts, we nonetheless write because what we have
learned about the state's support for mass incarceration and the state's
retreatfrom public higher education-particularly for persons of colormore than warrants it. With this essay, we invite readers to take seriously, as we do, the relation of mass incarceration and what today is called
"prisoner reentry" to all that is implied by the terms "the personal," "the
political," "the economic," and "the social."
We begin with Michelle Fine's story, with italicized field notes and a
narrative about participatory research in a women's prison, and then we
turn to Patricia Ticineto Clough's work with women and men postrelease. What is "activist" about the work we do is our commitment to
change policy, legislation, and programming. To do this, we have found
it necessary to insert analyses of racism and classism into theories of security, crime, and punishment.
DOCUMENTING POSSIBILITY IN HELL: A PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH
PROJECT BY WOMEN IN AND OUT OF PRISON

MICHELLE FINE
It seems hard to remember, but we used to be mad at Bill Clinton. In
1995, he signed the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act,
which effectively stopped the flow of all federal dollars (in the form of

Pell Grants) that enabled women and men in prison to attend college. In
1994 there were 340 college prison programs nationwide. In 1995 there
were eight.
[ WSQ: Women's Studies Quarterly35:3 & 4 (Fall/Winter 2007)]
0 2007 by Patricia Ticincto Clough & Michelle Fine. All rights reserved.
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At a maximum security prison for women, a vibrant fifteen-yearold college program closed. The political lights dimmed in this institution; the air thickened. A heavy sense of disappointment and despair
weighed on the faces and in the bodies of women who had been participating in the college, precollege, GED, ESL, and ABE courses. I had
been working with a number of women, and the superintendent, on the
design of a prison-based Ph.D. program. When the college closed, the
weight of mourning could be felt throughout, voiced even by officers:
Field note: At a meeting with community people a corrections officer, one of the
sergeants, actually said[about the closing of college], "Yeah, it's a problem. W4hen
there's college, at night they're reading. When there's no college, at night they're

fighting. "

Within months of Clinton's act, a group of women in the prison
organized with community volunteers and local universities, the prison
administration, and local activists to resurrect college. A consortium of
colleges and universities was gathered, led by Regina Peruggi, president
of Marymount Manhattan College, who was then joined by other
women presidents, to establish College Bound. The program has been in
place in the prison for ten years, supported entirely by a private, voluntary consortium of eight to twelve (depending on university resources)
colleges and universities, offering two to three faculty a year, toward a
B.A. in sociology. Today more than one third of the six hundred women
in the "general population" of the prison are enrolled, with many of the
remaining women in GED and precollege courses.
College "happens" in the basement of the prison, where the Learning
Center is filled with used/donated books. Women sit at computers revising papers, sometimes with pictures of their children and for a while
with seeing-eye dogs in training. The space is equipped with nonnetworked computers (no Internet), books, magazines, and newspapers
and is adorned with photographs of children and women who have left
and with flags from colleges and universities in the consortium. College
grows in this space and leaks out into other corners of the prison.
A young woman-a high school push-out now in college-told us:
"If I need help I can find it-even if that means someone to kick me in the
ass to get back to work and finish my papers." An older woman (age
forty, having done twenty years in prison) told us that after dusk, on her
cell block, she can hear the staccato ticking of typewriter keys late into
the night, or a "young inmate may knock softly on [my] wall, at mid-

TICINETO CLOUGH & FINE

night, asking how to spell or punctuate.7
On the "yard," women across generations gather in study groups on
Michel Foucault, qualitative research, and Alice Walker. There was
even a college-level sign-language course, in which prisoners and officers enrolled together, learning how to communicate with the numbers
of deaf women in the prison. After the course, one officer admitted, "We
had to be retooled, because we got too close to the women. After that
course I started to think, there but for the grace ... go I."
Eighty percent of the women at this prison-as in most prisonsreport experiences of childhood or adulthood sexual abuse (see Richie
1996). The same proportion are single mothers. Most embody biographies of miseducation, tough family and community backgrounds, and
long lists of social and personal betrayals. College-even in prison-was
an opportunity to learn to trust, ask for help, revise the past, give to others, and reimagine the future. For some women, this was the first time
such an opportunity was available, out from under family threats, violence, or endless responsibilities.
Soon after college was resurrected, a small cadre of long-termerswith sentences of fifteen or twenty to life-decided we had to document
the impact of college. Public policy was too whimsical for us to take college for granted. Together we designed an evaluation of the effect of college on the women, their children, the prison environment, and recidivism rates. We consulted the superintendent, who agreed that we could
develop a participatory-research collective, one half women in prison
and one half women from the outside, to document the impact of college
on women in a maximum security prison.
Rosemarie Roberts and Melissa Rivera, then graduate students,
taught a graduate seminar in the prison on research methods. A broad
cross section of fifteen students crafted questions of personal meaning
concerning the effects of college in prison. With creativity and varied
subjectivities, they generated questions drawn from autobiography and
relevant to public policy.
Their ideas for questions took varied forms: What is the impact of
college on your religious beliefs and practices? How does college change
the lives of women who have been abused by parents, men, or both for
most of their lives? What's the impact of college on mothers? On children? On lesbians? How does college affect young women from "bad"
high schools? What do the officers think of the college program?
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Each student conducted five interviews with other women in prison
(not tape recorded . . . considered "contraband"). At the end of the
semester, seventy-five interviews were gathered. Seven of the fifteen
students opted to join the College in Prison research collective.
For four years, the research team of insiders and outsiders-Kathy
Boudin, Iris Bowen, Judith Clark, Aisha Elliot, Michelle Fine, Donna
Hylton, Migdalia Martinez, "Missy" Melissa Rivera, Rosemarie A.
Roberts, Pam Smart, Maria Elena Torre, and Debora Upegui-met
every two to four weeks. Over the course of our work together, some
left for other homes/prisons and all shared a desire for college to be resurrected within prison walls. Our research was situated within a rich,
yeasty, "contact zone" (Pratt 1991), where enormous power differences
were negotiated within a fragile research collaborative committed to
educational justice for women in prison. Privilege and oppression, violence and sensuality, practices of control, and a vibrant sense of possibility, swirled among us.
Elsewhere we have written on the complex negotiations of participatory
research behind bars that we carried out as a collective of women who
were insiders and outsiders (see Fine et al. 2003). In that essay we
explored epistemological issues-what constitutes legitimated and subjugated knowledge in prison; who can speak, what can be spoken, who
will be punished, and what knowledges need to be smuggled out. We
interrogated reflexively questions of "difference," power, and freedom
among us (see Bhavnani 1994). We theorized the distinct forms of knowledge grown on the inside and cultivated by those of us on the outside (see
also Fine et al. 2001).
Within the prison research collective, we created what bell hooks
would call a "space of radical openness... a margin-a profound edge.
Locating oneself there is difficult yet necessary. It is not a 'safe' place. One
is always at risk" (1984, 149). We read black feminist thought, theories of
social control, -feminist epistemology, mestiza consciousness literature.
We not only studied "what is," but also undertook, always under surveillance, a critical analysis of "what has been." We spun a feminist imaginary
of "what could be" and sometimes, among food, work, gossip, laughter,
and tears, we dissociated, for, a moment, from the bars and stares
around-but never really.
On each and both sides of the insider-outsider hyphen, we came
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from New York, the Caribbean, Puerto Rico, and Colombia. We were

immigrant and born in the United States; lesbian, straight, bi, and all of
the above; victims and sometimes perpetrators of violence. All of us
spoke English, and a number spoke Spanish, too. We varied about how
much we cared about politics, activist research, nail polish, hair and
clothes, the approval of the warden, and radical struggles for human

rights. Encumbered by limitations on privacy, freedom, contact, and
time, we inched toward a shared desire to climb over the walls that separated us, to carve out a small delicate space of trust and work. We spent
our 9:00-11:00 A.M. sessions laughing, discussing, disagreeing, gossiping,
and writing, negotiating what was important to study, speak about, and
hold quietly among ourselves. We always knew that some of us lived
under constant surveillance and some of us could go home. We had no
illusions that we were a "we," andyet...
The most obvious divide among us was that between the free or
imprisoned, but other tattoos and scars on our souls wove through our
work. Despite our shared commitments, the rigid formations and embodied capillaries of nation, race, ethnicity, and class washed over our
biographies and marked us quite differently. We understood ourselves to
carry knowledges harvested at the complex intersections of birth, biography, and circumstance (Crenshaw 1995). But other differences, which
hitchhike on class and position, also seasoned our practice and in the
beginning sharply separated those inside from those who came from outside prison walls.
Early on, for instance, those of us from the Graduate Center were
much more likely to refer offhandedly to structural explanations of
crime and mass incarceration. We soon noticed that the women in the
prison were more hesitant about strictly structural explanations of crime
and mass incarceration, more reluctant to use the language of the prisonindustrial complex. Indeed, they were stitching together a language of
social critique and personal responsibility. We had long, staccato conversations about "choice" past and future. These talks were never easy, and
we all learned a lot.
Feminist and leftist analyses of the "war on drugs" that has been
launched on the backs of women of color were imported un--self-consciously by those of us from the Graduate Center. But this critical politic
often uncomfortably rubbed up against a deliberate and practiced penal
discourse of "taking responsibility." Fundamentally, in order for women
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to get out of prison, they must speak through a therapeutic rhetoric of
transformation and shame. But the women on the research collaborative
explained that such talk was not "simply" performance; it was also sustenance for hope. Hope that the same thing wouldn't happen to their children, wouldn't happen again to them, wouldn't eat their communities
alive.
Our diverse standpoints had everything to do with privilege, surviving institutionalization, and waking up (or not) to the images of
bodies/screams of your past-the eyes of your babies left behind. And
yet it would be misleading to suggest that there was coherence among
those who were insiders or those who were outsiders. Indeed, our variations fueled our theorizing and our methods.
We worked together for four years and elaborated a complex multimethod design of archival research on years of college records and documents, nine focus groups with current students and dropouts, twenty

interviews with women on the outside, interviews with a number of sympathetic and hostile corrections officers, surveys by faculty and university
administrators, and a focus group with adolescent children of prisoners.
All these methods were cofacilitated, to the extent possible, by
Graduate Center and "inside" researchers. Prison researchers were willing to ride the dialectic of structural and personal explanations, and they
were willing to challenge themselves and each other about behaviors/
comments that outsiders might have overlooked, ignored, or been nervous about challenging. Thus, one of the women from the prison might
interject in an interview with another prisoner, "Are you kidding? You
have changed? You just got a ticket!" or insist that we interview a correction officer known to be ambivalent about or hostile to the college, or
arrange an interview with a recently arrived young woman member of a
gang not yet ready for college-who never would have agreed to be
interviewed by someone from outside.
At the same time, those of us from the outside brought a different
kind of capital to the work-we asked the New York State Department
of Corrections to undertake an extensive, quantitative longitudinal
analysis of thirty-six-month recidivism rates for thousands of women
released from prison, stratified by those who participated in college and
those who didn't. And they agreed. Indeed, the department conducted a
longitudinal study of 274 women prisoners who were enrolled in college
prior to release and compared them with 2,031 women not enrolled in
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college prior to release (controlling for crime and level of education
when they entered prison). In this analysis, conducted over a thirty-sixmonth period, recidivism rates dropped from 29.9 percent (without college) to 7.7 percent (with college).
From focus groups and surveys we learned that women, children,
faculty, and a number of correctional officers spoke of the deep changes
that evolved in the college/prison culture and in the women. Women in
prison who have, for the most part, spent the better (or worse) part of
their lives living with the intimate consequences of poverty, racism, and
chauvinism explained that they could, in college, "hear my own voice"
or "see my own signature" or "make my own decisions." The women,
and their children, re-viewed themselves as responsible for choices past
and able to make choices future to repair the wounds left behind.
The college students took up strong leadership in the prison and
post-release. These women were at the center of prison projects on
HIV/AIDS; rights of mothers and children involved with foster care;
caring for aging, sick prisoners; alternatives to incarceration; mothering
from prison; and programs for children affected by mass incarceration.
We have launched a Web site for the full reporting of our methods
and findings (www.changingminds.ws). In brief, the material gathered
was a strong confirmation of the impact of college in prison on women,
their children, "peace" in the prison, postrelease outcomes, the leadership women provided in communities postrelease, and the tax benefits
saved by society's not having to subsidize those who return to incarceration (at thirty thousand dollars a year).
The research collective was, of course,- always watched. We knew
that the future of the program and of our collaboration were always in
jeopardy. Too many tears, too much food, or treading into "sensitive topics" could provoke an officer to shut us down. In a research meeting it was
common for us to race between hope/possibility and despair/fear. Our
collective unconscious wouldn't allow us to settle on either for too long.
Today, in the research meeting, we paused as M (one of the women) detailed
the difficulty of registering new students eager to start the program with one or two
courses, as she silentlyfeared the program may close before these students graduate.
Another wept becauseher parents traveledfrom 7- (across the country) to visit and
thepaperwork "somehow" couldn't befound by corrections officers when herparents
arrived,so the visit had to be canceled. The conversationphlmmeted into the grueling
details ofK's botched kidney transplant.
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At other moments, around the table:
We held each other because S, a mother serving twenty to life, just learned that
her son was selling drugs and she couldn't stop him, as we discovered that one of
the GED students was sent to the solitary housing unit because she tried to cut herself...
And then toward the "end," things really began to fall apart when:
We learned that a corrections officer and a civilian were engaged in what they
call intimate relations, caught ... and a woman prisoner who knew too much was
sent to solitary.
Other times we deliberately stayed clear of such conversations, kept
"on task" as a way to exert what little control we could. The context and
physical environment of ouir research was harsh, noisy, and without privacy; invasive, penetrating, violent, and abusive. Too familiar for many
of the women.
Those of us from the outside cried, always, on the way home. We
could smell the metal bars on our bodies, couldn't shake off the sadistic
gaze or sarcastic comment of hateful eyes and words in uniform, and
remembered sweetly an equally compelling image of a smile from an
officer who had seen too much and knew better. We were tormented by
the endless time the women still had to serve, the fact that we could
leave, that people in our lives rarely wanted to hear about the women in
prison, that this too was the United States, and that these women had
been shut out-long before prison and since-for our national comfoa
and security.

And then a few weeks later, we would gather, again, to figure out
how we fit into each others' worlds. Over time we grew to be a group of
women with very distinct and sometimes overlapping commitments,

questions, worries, rage, and theoretical and political concerns.
At our rectangular, cramped, uneven wooden table in the Learning
Center, we huddled around smuggled fruits, butter-tastes-like-thisnow? cookies, and our writing. There were long, extended conversations held there, as other women-students in the college programcompleted research papers, studied for the GED, tutored "new women,"
cared for their seeing-eye dogs. Among our research collective, we
would each bring in the writing we had done, focused on our distinct sections and concerns. Two snippets of conversation come to mind, revealing the comllexity of critical, feminist collaboration in a paramilitary
institution, as the superintendent liked to remind us it was.
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We hadjust completed the interviews andfocus groups, all conducted by a prisoner researcher and an (outside) graduate student researcher. The transcripts were
complete, and our analyses emerging. Researchersfrom the GraduateCenter brought
the analyticframeworks into the prison to see what the women thought about the
analysis, interpretations,coding scheme. As an unfamiliar tension circled the table,J
asked, "So we get to collect the data, but you do the analysis? What kind of division
of labor is that?" A delicate question, bathed in political insight. In the name of
ethics and confidentiality, we had (unwittingly?) separateddata collection from the
political and theoreticalwork of analysis. And so a[nother]long talk about power,
process, andpolitics ensued. We struggledto figure out a way to bring the transcribed
interviews into the prison and leave them there (prisoners have no access to locked
cabinets, and confidentiality would be violated if these interviews were allowed to lie
aroundfor public viewing). With prisonerand outside collaborativewit, and a bit of
subversion, wefigured it out.
A year later we had completed the tasks of gathering materialinterviews, focus groups, Department of Correctional Services recidivism study, a cost-benefit analysis, letters from women who were out,
interviews with women on the outside, surveys from university faculty
and presidents, interviews with children of the women and corrections
officers-and we were trying to figure out how to write our text.
Now that we have worked togetherfor years, and we're all writing, do we produce a policy text as single voiced, or multivoiced? Filled with the questions and contradictions ofparticipatorywork, or coherent and authoritative?Stuffed with feminist
complexity or social science parsimony? How should we determine authorshipAlphabetize? Separateprisoner researchers and Graduate Center researchers? Put
Michelle's name first because of "legitimacy"? Don't put some of the high-profile
prisoners' names first because of concerns about perceptions? Place the most "wanted" of us all up front to demonstrate thepower of our chutzpa and collaboration???
We sought to convince the New York State legislature to restore
funds for college in prison programs. But we also wanted to produce
materials for use on college campuses, in other prisons, by prison advocacy groups, by families of persons in prison, and so on. So we decided to
craft multiple products. Our primary document would be a singlevoiced, multimethod, rigorous, and professionally graphic-designed
report, available widely on a Web site (www.changingrninds.ws) with
quotes and endorsements from people on the political Left and Right.
The prisoners wanted Michelle Fine to be the first name, and "Missy"
insisted that that was the name she would use. This report was distrib-
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uted to every governor in the United States and to all the New York
State senators and members of the Assembly. We would, as well, construct additional essays on feminist methodology in which our contradictions would be interrogated. We produced one thousand organizing
brochures in English and Spanish that carried a strong voice of advocacy
and demands for justice and action. These brochures were distributed
across a series of community-based organizations, national advocacy
groups, and colleges and universities. We created (and have sustained for
six years) our Web site, where activists, organizers, students, faculty,
criminal justice administrators, and prisoners and their families can
download a full copy of the report, loaded with photos, letters, charts,
graphs, cost benefit analyses, and the rich words of the women. To date,
the Web site has been "hit" more than five thousand times, the California
State Department of Corrections has ordered fifty copies of the report,
feminist and critical education faculty have assigned the report in class, a
father whose daughter committed suicide in prison has decided to sponsor a college-in-prison project, and he has ordered copies for a number of
administrators in his home state.
-As we strnggled with the section on who is the "we" of the research collective,
Michelle naively offered, "What if we writesomething like, 'We areall women concerned with violence against women-intimate, structural,economic, racial, and
state violence. Some of us have experiencedsuch violence, most of us have witnessed
it, and all are outraged."' To which Donnasaid, "Michelle,pleasedon't romanticize
us. Your writing is eloquent, but you seemed to have left out the part that some of us
are here for murder."Another woman extended the point, "andsome of us for murder of our children. "The argument was growing clear: "When we're not here, in the
college, and we're alone in our cells, we have to think about the people affected by our
crimes. We take responsibilityand we needyou to represent that as well as our common concerns as women, as feminists, as political. . . "

As powerful as our participatory work has been behind bars, the
women in prison are always extremely vulnerable to systemic abuse,
alternately called discipline, management, security .... Their poetry,
books,journals, favorite seasonings, letters from home, hair dye, private
documents were searched, ransacked, tossed out, when someone in
administration decided to exert power or tried to warn the women, in
the sadomasochistic rhythm of prison, about what they were writing.
And the critical consciousness that accompanies participatory research
comes with the anger, outrage, and a recognition of injustice that boils in
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prison. Participatory action research speaks to an outside world, but
often, inside, little changes.
prisons have been developing college programs, and a number
of other states have relied on the original model to craft their own. And
back at the original site, where the research took place, the program survives. Participation, however, has been squeezed out. There is still college, but the radical passion and politics that infused its birth have been
stripped away.
In an effort born on the contradictory fault line of critical prison
reform/abolition and launching a project of college within, it was only a
matter of time before the radical juices would be dried up. In the name of
success the program has been "institutionalized." There is no "inmate
committee" to govern the college. While in the past, educators or students could donate used books, new rules require that books come only
from publishers (limiting the number and range of books likely to show
up and hiking the price of those that do).'And now, although apparently
not always enforced, there is a "no-hugging policy."
The question of "for whom" we have crafted the research hovers.
We decided to write for policy makers, activists, women in prison and
their families, the general public, women's studies classes, and courses on
higher education and participatory methods. But beneath the generative
list we -were/are haunted by the question, Is anyone listening? Have we
been so co-opted as to think the mass incarceration of women of color is
a "cognitive problem?"
At one state legislative hearing, the two of us (Michelle and Maria)presented
the findings and conchlded, "College in prison is morally important to individuals,
families, and communities; financially wise for the state; and builds civic engagement
and leadership in urban communities. In fact, college in prison even saves taxpayers
money. A conservative Republican, as well as your more progressive colleagues,

should support these programs ... unless, of course, the point is simply to lock up
Black and Brown bodies at the Canadianborder.," To which one of the moreprogressive state legislatorsresponded, "Doctor,I'm afraid that is the point. You know that
in New York, downstate's crime is upstate's industry." That is, the social fabric of
New York State is divided by a relatively white and nrral "upstate"andthen substantialpoverty and communities of color "downstate" in New York City (with pockets
of urban poverty distributedthroughout the state).' One analysis ofprisonerssuggested that 80percent of New York State prisoners comefrom eight communities in New
York City. Thus, the crime in the city produces the industry andjobs-hotels, bus
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service, movies, restaurants,correctionalpersonnel, etc.-for the upstatepopulation.
The concept of prisons as banalsocial control has infected our national
consciousness and our national as well as the global economy. In modest
response, in the midst of a global struggle against the mass incarceration
of people of color, and women in particular, the ChangingMinds project
offered an electric current of research and activism through which critique and possibility could travel over the walls. Together, women inside
and out could bear witness to the atrocity and testify to the possibility.
THEORETICAL HEIGHTS, CLEAR THINKING: RESEARCH IN THE POSTPRISON
PATRICIA TICINETO CLOUGH
I first read the study about which Michelle Fine writes in 2000, when I was
becoming involved in working with women who, immediately upon
release from prison or shortly thereafter, were seeking support for returning to college, obtaining a master's degree or a Ph.D. As the new director
of the Center for the Study of Women and Society (CSWS) at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, I had accepted a generous
offer of funding to house a program to support women in the pursuit of
higher education as part of their process of "reentry"-the term, I learned,
being used by program reformers, policy makers, and legislators to capture the time of readjustment to society after incarceration.'
The reentry program that came to be located at CSWS was named
College and Community Fellowship (CCF) and just as Michelle Fine's
research showed the importance of higher education to women and men
in prison, CCF would impressively demonstrate the importance of higher education for those living with criminal convictions outside prison,
women and men who are suffering the "collateral consequences" of conviction, including the denial of civil rights and the restriction of social,
political, and economic opportunities.2 While the experience of reentry
therefore often is an experience of ongoing punishment, "an invisible
punishment" without end, CCF would show that higher education can
make a real difference.?
Yet most existing reentry initiatives have not been funded to address
the need or desire for higher education among those living with criminal
convictions. Higher education has not been a primary policy, legislative,
or program aim. Why this is so seemed like a good research question, one
that might best be pursued in a research project that involved as
researchers those most affected---7people living with criminal convictions
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after incarceration, those who have been called ex-convicts, ex-felons,
ex-inmates, the formerly incarcerated, and most recently "prisoners-inreentry."
It would not be until late 2003 that I would invite some of the members of CCF to do research and develop a critical perspective on the
reentry reform of mass incarceration. Before that time, however, I
would explore a critical perspective with mostly faculty and graduate
students in the Conviction Project seminar, which was begun in 2000,
funded in part by CSWS and in part by the funder of CCF.! Limiting the
development of a critical perspective on reentry to the Conviction Project seminar resulted in part from my need to find a certain kind of relief
from the narrow focus of reentry reform and the everyday activities of
reentry programming, including the everyday effort to raise funds for
CCF, one of the activities required of me as director of CSWS. But it also
resulted from my understanding that a critical perspective on reentry
would most likely involve engaging in a deeply theoretical and a wideranging rethinking of governance, culture, and economy in order to
address issues of race, class, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality in relation to
imprisonment, surveillance, and control. I supposed that such rethinking
would not be appealing to policy makers, legislators, and program
reformers, from whom we were seeking financial support and institutional recognition of CCF
I had been a student activist, a community organizer, and a welfarerights worker, and when I stopped organizing in order to return to school,
I did so because I thought education would assist me in figuring out how
to "do politics" successfully. I had become convinced that reforming policy, programming, and legislation was not politically radical enough, as
did many others then, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. I had learned that
program, policy, and legislative reform often better serve those who
design, and administer and regulate these reforms than they do those for
whom the reform policy and programmingwere supposedlyintended.-At
least it might be said that whether reform succeeds or fails to meet it own
aims, it usually succeeds in constituting a subject, the subject of reform,
what might be called a "client-subject." I was concerned not to participate in the making of a "client-subject of reentry" in my efforts to support
CCE I was, however, drawn to analyze what kind of client-subject was
being shaped for those living with convictions after incarceration.
So in 2000, the Conviction Project seminar began with the aim of

1U 267

268

H

ACTIVISM,S AND PEDAGOGIES

exploring theory and criticism focused on governance, cultural and
economy and addressing the making of a client-subject of reentry. Our
practice was to engage with texts that would allow us to consider mass
incarceration, reentry, and conviction in creative and multiple ways.
Starting with religious conviction, we went on to discussions of violence,
violation, cruelty and hate, sacrifice, guilt, trauma, repentance, and forgiveness. We read about capitalism and governance, discipline, control,
and biopolitics. We looked back to and forward from slavery, reconstruction, colonialism, imperialism, neocolonialism, and contemporary
empire. We read theory and empirical studies; we read poetry, history,
and fiction. We tried to stay as much as possible in the moment to see
beyond the present to the future. What was reentry about? To what present and future did it belong?
But staying in the moment became stunningly difficult, when what
we were learning about the imprisonment of bodies, minds, and souls
was made to face terror-counter-terrorism in the aftermath of the 2001
attacks in New York and elsewhere, followed by U.S. engagement in
undeclared wars. Through the years following 2001, our effort was to
articulate what we took to be a new type of governance and economy,
seemingly meant to be implemented worldwide. We were imagining
that reentry was a model, a new resource for governance in a radical
neoliberalism that "frees" the state to support a capitalism turned financial, turned speculative, turned war waging and cannibalistic.s
Although the discussions of the Conviction Project seminar were
deeply rewarding, I often was drawn back to writing copy for grants for
CCF, drawn back to its reentry program activities. It was with conflicting desires-on the one hand, wanting to assist CCF financially and, on
the other, wanting to give up on raising money only for CCF's reentry
activities-that finally I called together a number of CCF members to
explore with me ways to raise funds for other activities, such as research
on reentry. And so began what would come to be called Community,
Leadership, and Education After Reentry, or CLEAR, a research-based
working group of women and men who have been incarcerated and
whose research is focused on shaping critical debate on reentry reform of
the criminal justice system.'
While I most likely was right that the theoretical and critical aims of
the Conviction Project seminar would not be of interest to program
developers, practitioners, legislators, policy makers, and funders, my
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estimation that theory and criticism might not be of immediate assistance
to the women and men of CCF would be proved quite mistaken by my
experience of CLEAR. Indeed, CLEAR would complete the work of the
Conviction Project seminar, exploring the relationship of reentry to
what CLEAR members would call a "population racism" befitting a radical neoliberalism.
Over four years, the critical perspective that had begun to take
shape in the Conviction Project seminar was discussed at CLEAR meetings. CLEAR members would come to develop a strongly critical perspective of many of the programs that both serve those who are living
with criminal convictions outside prison and who often also go on to
work in such programs. CLEAR members in fact work in these programs
and recognize their relative value in supporting persons who after incarceration need help in getting back on their feet. But CLEAR research
and analysis aims to go deeper,-refusing to be limited to the needs of those
whom the programs serve, refusing to reduce those who are living with
criminal convictions to their needs rather than their highest aspirations.
CLEAR research and analysis raised questions: Will reentry ever
end? Is there a space beyond reentry? Whose interests do reentry programs actually serve? CLEAR research and analysis is politically oriented, bent on exploring these questions so to come to understand what it
means to educate those who are living with criminal convictions to enable
them to be leaders in shaping their own reentry processes by strongly
influencing the policy, program, and legislative reform that regulates and
controls them. In other words: What would it mean for those living with
criminal convictions to speak on behalf of themselves and to be central to
discussions about policy, program, and legislative reform?
CLEAR has answered these questions, at least in part, by producing
a position paper, titled "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry: A Critical
Examination of Racism and Prisoner Reentry Reform," a final draft of
which has just been completed., In "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry,"
CLEAR members emphasize the importance of higher education in and
after prison but they also question what is necessary to educate leaders
with a politically interested understanding of being labeled a "prisonerin-reentry." "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry" therefore explores the
necessity for autonomous political organizing among those living with
criminal convictions. For CLEAR members, higher education and political organizing are the means of broadening the perspective about reen-
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try primarily among those who experience it as clients, although it is
hoped that those who plan, evaluate, and fund reentry programming and
reform might also be engaged.
For CLEAR members this broadened perspective is a matter of
rethinking racism and the reentry reform of the criminal justice system.
In "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry," CLEAR members voice their concerns about reentry reform in terms of this perspective. As they put it:
One, we are concerned that we are facing a future hopelessly
mired in the system of criminal justice, with its historical legacies of racism, civil death, and perpetual punishment that makes
criminal justice more aptly defined as a system of criminalppunishment. Two, we fear that with reentry, we are entering a new
phase of institutionalization of the criminal justice system, with
the increasing likelihood of extension of the carceral system of
punishment and control beyond prison walls. Three, we sense a
new form of racism tied to the institutionalization of reentry,
one that blackens populations with practices that continually target and mark them as populations for surveillance, control, and
life-management beyond the prison. What we are callingpopulation racism is intensifying, if not transforming, the racism that has
been characteristic of the disciplining and punishing ofindividuals under the supervision of the criminal justices system.
The racism of reentry therefore is not only a matter of the ongoing
effects of slavery, reconstruction, and mass incarceration for African
Americans and people of color generally. It is also a matter of the racism
that constitutes a population of "prisoners-in-reentry," a racism that differs from the racism connected to the individual's subject/body,
although the population racism of reentry leans on the racism of the individual subject/body. Thus CLEAR's research process has been aimed at
foreseeing the racist effects that are unique to reentry reform in hopes of
not taking as long as it has taken for criminal justice researchers and
scholars to address how mass incarceration beginning in the early 1970s
was racist in effect, if not in intent.
Indeed, one of the most intense experiences of CLEAR research has
been the way CLEAR members themselves-some African American,
some white ethnic, some women, some men, some straight, some queer,
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some urban born, some not-struggled to talk about racism and the
racism of reentry as we experienced it together and yet differently. It
takes enormous effort to know and to say how one has been and is
oppressed, exploited, unforgiven, and despised. It is particularly a struggle to say all this to and among those who want to assist and who believe
they are assisting policy, program, and legislative reformers, among
them academic researchers and scholars. How is it possible to continue
ongoing work with reformers and academics while having to turn everyone's attention to the racist relationships in which they play a part: to be
critical and positively contribute to change?
One way of making possible continued work among academic
researchers, policy and legislative reformers, program personnel, and
those living with criminal convictions is to authorize the voices of this
last group of people. For this reason, "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry"
also is an exploration of ways in which those living with criminal convictions can express their experiences without becoming the objects of
someone else's analysis and research: to put an end to being data even
while trying to address the mounds of data about "prisoners-in-reentry"
already collected and circulating. It is this reappropriation of authority
to study their experiences and to analyze the societal conditioning of
such experiences, as well as to determine what data should be circulated,
that has been central to the CLEAR research process and to CLEAR's
recommendations for making the end(s) of reentry intelligible in the dis8
cussion of program, policy, and legislative reform.
Concluding Reflections
I have been profoundly changed in learning about mass incarceration and
reentry from those who have experienced the brunt of these most
intensely. What I have learned has become central to-my understanding
of the world today. I feel deeply a responsibility to make others see what
I have been shown. But I also have learned something about myself that
might be valuable to share as well. As a member of CLEAR, what I have
learned is about this struggle to know and to speak, to learn and to teach
in a-way that matters, in a way that is a doing of politics creatively and
respectfully of all involved.
As I already have remarked, when I first became involved in CCF, I
believed the highly theoretical and-critical orientation of my scholarship
and research would be useless in seeking resources from funders of policy,
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program, and legislative reform. I was sure that reform is not a radical
critique; it is not even able to be self-reflective of its own effects. About
this, I -have not changed my mind. Indeed, in learning about mass incarceration and reentry with those most affected and those who are engaged
in reform, I am more convinced than ever that social, political, and cultural politics have been shaped, if not misshaped, by the overlay of policy,
programming, and legislative reform on society. It was this plane of policy, programming, and legislative reform from which I wanted to retreat,
so as to engage in critical self-reflective scholarship. I now believe that
scholars and critics should not retreat, if in fact they can retreat; rather,
they should more fully invest their intellectual energies. It is on the plane
of policy, program, and legislative reform that studying, learning, and
teaching should be occurring. It is here that there should be insistent criticism, while keeping in mind that reform itself is rarely critical enough or
aimed at radical change. But radical change is necessary.
So perhaps more important to reflect upon is the time it took before I
convened CLEAR as well as the time it would take before I would share
with CLEAR members my own research and scholarship, to share with
them what had become my views about identity, voice, speaking for oneself, and racism in its current transformations, about political economy
and governance-all subjects developed in the Conviction Project seminar. My hesitancy came in part out of a deep understanding that CLEAR
research and analysis could not just be mine, if mine at all. However,
while it is right to respect the issues around authorization to speak; I was
wrong not to offer what I had come to think about matters of importance
to CLEAR research. By no means was I suffering from a false sense of
humility. No, the point is that I really had come to believe that theory and
criticism had become irrelevant outside the academy, if not in it.
In part, this insecurity is a result of my own family, a matter of a class,
race, gender, and ethnic background that has always made me insecure
about doing scholarship. No matter how much I do, I still find myself seeking ways to deal with the insecurity. But what I learned from being part of
CLEAR is that my theoretically and critically oriented scholarship is not
merely a psychological defense against insecurity, if that at all. Rather,
what insecurity caused was that it led me to believe that communicating
from theoretical and critical heights would be, if not incomprehensible,
useless to the members of CLEAR. My insecurity had made me prey to an
intellectual environment shared by academics and policy, program, and
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legislative reformers alike, an environment that itself is marked by a
defensive and opportunistic opposition of scholarship and activism, useful
research and theoretical abstraction, understandable language and elaborated linguistic form. I have learned that these opposites rest on a fundamental opposition, which is very much in the way of those seeking to get
beyond reentry-that is, the opposition between researcher and
researched, service provider and client, teacher and student. Of course
there are important differences represented by each of these pairs of opposites, but what must happen and happen often is the overcoming of the
oppositions on behalf of the process of scholarship, research, and criticism
of policy, program, and legislative reform. In the spectacular moments of
overcoming, everyone learns and learns to learn together.
I did come to share my thoughts with CLEAR members at their
request and I was challenged to make what I thought relevant and meaningful. So I, along with all the other CLEAR members, would contribute
to all we think and write. I learned this personal lesson because I had
great inspiration as I saw the courage involved for some to say what they
know in a way that is meant to be heard and be taken seriously; to teach
what they have learned without erasing the process of success and failure
in the pursuit of knowledge; to give of the passion that has guided them in
their studies and saved them from continued invisible punishment and the
punishment of invisibility.
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NOTES
1.Jeremy Travis (2002) was one of the first to use the term "prisoner-reentry" in
his discussion of reforming the criminal justice system by rethinking the return to
society of those who have been incarcerated. Since Travis's early discussion of prisoner reentry, there hasbeen growing interest among policy makers, program directors,
and legislators for rethinking reentry, especially emphasizing what David Garland
(2001) calls "responsibilization strategies" aimed at the individual's change.
2. Marc Mauer (2002) describes the collateral consequences of incarceration as an
invisible punishment. Among those consequences, the most notable is the disenfranchisement of felons, in all states except in Maine and Vermont. There are occupational bars and restrictions on public housing and educational support, and incarceration
can be grounds for divorce and loss of parental rights. There also is increased deportation among the formerly incarcerated.
3. Since 2000, CCF has offered both financial and mentoring support to each of its
members and asks them to participate in certain community events. It also offers
opportunities for leadership training. Not only is the current director of the program,
Vivian Nixon, a former CCF member, but a number of CCF members are on the
board of directors as well. Active student enrollment (those who receive financial
assistance) consists of forty-five people a year. To date, CCF members have earned a
total of fifty degrees: seven associate's, twenty-six bachelor's, and seventeen master's
degrees. In the six years of its operation, CCF can report a zero recidivism rate.
4. Many of the graduate students and faculty participating in the Conviction Project seminar over the past six years were also involved in CCF, mentoring or assisting
in various other ways. The seminar also was attended by the funder of CCF.
5. The list of authors whom we read is too long to provide here. However, I
might mention as influences the works of Michel Foucault, Angela Davis, Dylan
Rodriquez, Manning Marable, Kimberley Crinshaw, Melanie Klien, Saidiya Hartman, Fred Moten, David Kazajian, Analin Anne Cheng, Eve Sedgwick, Nikolas
Rose, Judith Butler, Pheng Cheah, Achille Mbembe, David Gordon, Michael Hardt,
Antonio Negri, Gilles Deleuze, and Brain Massumi.
6. Fifteen CCF members have been part of CLEAR since its initiation; the members of CLEAR have been and are predominantly women of color, but not only.
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Members also are ethnic white, of somewhat varied class backgrounds, and straight
and queer; have done various crimes and served varying terms of imprisonment; and
are from urban areas and not. All CLEAR members have graduated with college
degrees and many are in the process or have completed the process of obtaining postcollege degrees.
7. At the moment "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry" is an unpublished manuscript,
although it most likely will be published by 2008. The text draws on discussions
among many member of CCF and CLEAR as well on the discussion at CLEAR meetings. It also draws on fifteen interviews done by CLEAR members with persons who
have been in prison, some of whom are working in the field of reentry and who also
are engaging in critical rethinking of mass incarceration and reentry. While years of
discussion with many members of CCF and CLEAR are represented in the text, the
final writing of "Life Capacity Beyond Reentry" was done by its coauthors, Vivian
Nixon, Patricia Zimmerman, Sean Pica, Christina Voight, and Yolanda Peterkin.
8. We have paid special attention to the seven-hundred-page federal government-sponsored Re-entry Policy Council's report on recommendations for policy
and best practices in reentry.
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